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A new study released in June by the Universidad Nacional de Costa Rica (UNA) has found that
the capital cities of Central America are some of the most polluted urban centers in the Western
Hemisphere, with air and noise pollution reaching levels similar to Mexico City and Santiago de
Chile. The UNA study, combined with ongoing reports of uncontrolled deforestation and other
forms of rural environmental degradation, are generating energetic domestic and international
efforts to enforce sustainable development policies in the region.
Mexico City and Santiago are widely regarded as the most polluted urban centers in Latin America
and the Caribbean. Nevertheless, according to a new study by UNA's department of environmental
sciences which was financed by the Swiss Technical Development and Cooperation Fund the
Central American capitals are rapidly approaching the levels of pollution prevalent in Mexico and
Chile. Indeed, at times the amount of toxins measured in the air of the isthmian capitals is even
higher than the average levels found in Santiago and Mexico City.
The study found that San Salvador and Guatemala are the two most polluted of the Central
American capitals, followed closely by San Jose. Those cities as well as Tegucigalpa and Panama
City suffer from excessive amounts of carbon monoxide, lead, nitrogen dioxide, and soot particles
in the air. The central problem is excessive exhaust from automobiles and other vehicles in the
cities, which contributes about 80% of the air pollution found in the urban areas. San Salvador
and Guatemala are aided somewhat by strong air currents that help sweep the toxins out of the
city atmosphere. San Jose also benefits from a particularly wet rainy season that helps cleanse the
capital.
In all the cities, however, the levels of toxins are consistently well above the international norm.
In San Jose, for example, UNA researchers aided by the Programa Ecologico en Centroamerica
(PROECO) measured 16 parts per million of carbon monoxide in the central zones of the city,
compared with the accepted international standard of nine parts per million. In downtown San Jose,
UNA measured a total of 339.3 micrograms of toxins for every cubic meter of air. In contrast, the
World Health Organization (WHO) has set the maximum acceptable level at 240 micrograms per
cubic meter.
In Guatemala, meanwhile, a separate measure taken by Guatemala's national university
(Universidad Nacional de San Carlos, USAC) found 483 micrograms per cubic meter in one of the
busiest sections of the capital. Air pollution is greatly compounded by many other environmental
maladies that affect the cities, especially the lack of sewage systems and treatment plants and
inadequate garbage disposal. The lack of waste treatment plants and space for debris has led to a
huge proliferation of clandestine garbage dumps throughout the cities.
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The UNA also measured the degree of noise pollution in the capitals. In San Jose, for example, the
study reported that the level fluctuated between 90 and 100 decibels throughout the city, even in
zones where hospitals and health clinics are located. The WHO has set a range of 60 to 75 decibels as
the maximum acceptable level. "The panorama in the cities is extremely dismal," said Maria Rosario
Alfaro, one of the UNA researchers. "In some cases, the situation is on the verge of becoming as
critical as in Santiago and Mexico City, which are considered the two most polluted cities in the
world."
Urban pollution, especially air toxins, are greatly aggravating health problems, especially by
contributing to the spread of chronic respiratory diseases such as tuberculosis (TB). In fact, a
separate study by the Pan-American Health Organization in early 1996 reported that Guatemala, El
Salvador, and Honduras are among nine countries in Latin America and the Caribbean that have
the highest incidence of TB. Those countries have a rate of 85 cases per 100,000 people, about ten
times higher than the rate in the US. Moreover, according to the UNA study, the problems of urban
pollution have a direct impact on the economies of the Central American countries. The health
problems caused by environmental decay substantially drive up medical costs in all the nations,
while noticeably reducing worker productivity. In addition, infrastructure deteriorates much faster,
in part accounting for the rapid corrosion of buildings and other structures.
The UNA study reflects increasing public awareness and concern over environmental problems in
Central America. Indeed, the common problems of uncontrolled deforestation, rampant pollution of
the region's rivers and lakes, and the steady destruction of Central America's unique biodiversity as
a result of unsustainable industrial and community exploitation of natural resources are generating
considerable domestic and international pressure on local governments to pursue sustainabledevelopment policies. Such pressures paved the way for the creation of the Central American
Sustainable Development Alliance (Alianza para el Desarrollo Sostenible, ALIDES) in 1994, and
that, in turn, is encouraging much greater action by the regional governments to collaborate on
promoting environmental- protection programs throughout the isthmus.
In late June, for example, the Central American and Mexican governments signed an agreement
to create a Mesoamerican Biological Corridor. Through the agreement, those countries make
a commitment to safeguard the region's flora and fauna by clearly delimitating strategic zones
targeted for environmental-protection programs. The governments will jointly seek financial
assistance for environmental projects, and they will work together to promote business ventures
based on sound sustainable- development policies, such as ecotourism. "The corridor, which begins
in southern Mexico and ends in Panama, is aimed at preserving ecologically fragile zones and
enforcing a system of protected areas throughout the region," said Costa Rican Environment and
Energy Minister Rene Castro. "We need to protect millions of hectares to allow the evolutionary
process to follow its course. We must work together as a region since we share so much in common."
The Central American governments have already agreed to contribute to an initial US$2 million
fund to begin promoting the corridor. For its part, Mexico has agreed to allow the isthmian nations
to redirect up to 20% of their fuel-oil bills owed to Mexico for petroleum imports to fund projects
related to the biological corridor. (Mexico and Venezuela have a long-running pact with Central
America and the Caribbean whereby they provide low-cost oil on credit at reduced interest rates.)
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Once the protected areas in the corridor are clearly outlined, the regional governments will seek
funding for the project from multilateral lending agencies, particularly the World Bank and the
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).
The IDB will likely prove very receptive to the initiative, given that, since 1994, the bank has
targeted environmental- protection programs as a funding priority. During the past two years,
the IDB has been providing funds for novel environmental initiatives in Central America. In 1995,
the bank made US$415,000 in loans to strengthen environmental laws in the region and support
nongovernmental organizations active in the field of environmental law. That same year, the IDB
loaned US$31.6 million to El Salvador to finance natural-resources management in the upper Lempa
River watershed and to create a National Environmental Management System. The bank has also
been addressing environmental concerns in other projects, such as making loans to help increase
the efficiency of the energy sector in Costa Rica and Honduras.
In June, the IDB announced that its Multilateral Investment Fund (MIF) will help capitalize a
new fund that will invest in small Central American companies that supply environmentally
beneficial goods and services. MIF will invest US$4.85 million in the fund, which is targeted to
reach US$10 million with contributions from other sources, such as the Swiss government and
the US's Environmental Enterprises Assistance Fund (EEAF). Once operative, the fund will make
loans ranging from US$100,000 to US$300,000 to private companies for projects in such areas as
pollution abatement, energy efficiency, agroindustry, ecotourism, hydroelectric power, and water
treatment. [Sources: The IDB-Inter-American Development Bank, May 1996, June 1996; Prensa
Libre (Guatemala), 06/11/96; Excelsior (Mexico), 06/12/96; Inter Press Service, 06/14/96; Reuter,
03/23/96, 06/05/96, 06/19/96, 06/20/96; Agence France- Presse, 06/23/96, 06/24/96; New York Times,
06/25/96; Siglo Veintiuno, 07/04/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias- Spanish news service
EFE, 06/14/96, 07/07/96, 07/25/96]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

